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Abstract:

Obijective: The present study aimed to compare the effectiveness of self-compassion-focused
therapy and cognitive behavioral therapy in reducing anxiety, depression, and self-criticism in
women diagnosed with generalized anxiety disorder (GAD).

Methods and Materials: This quasi-experimental study utilized a pretest-posttest control group
design. A sample of 30 women with GAD was randomly assigned to two experimental groups and
one control group. The experimental groups underwent ten 90-minute sessions of either cognitive
behavioral therapy (CBT) based on the Bourke protocol or compassion-focused therapy (CFT)
following Gilbert’s protocol. Standardized instruments used included the Beck Anxiety Inventory,
Beck Depression Inventory-II, and Thompson’s Levels of Self-Criticism Scale. Data were analyzed
using multivariate and repeated-measures ANCOVA.

Findings: The results indicated that both CBT and CFT significantly reduced levels of anxiety,
depression, and self-criticism in participants. However, CBT was found to be more effective than
CFT in improving these psychological symptoms. The statistical analyses confirmed significant
differences among groups (p<0.05), with partial eta squared values reflecting moderate to strong
effect sizes for the interventions.

Conclusion: These findings suggest that both CBT and CFT are effective interventions for reducing
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anxiety, depression, and self-criticism in women with GAD, though CBT demonstrates greater
efficacy. Integrating both therapeutic approaches is recommended for mental health centers aiming
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to optimize outcomes in this population.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Generalized anxiety disorder (GAD) is a prevalent mental
health condition, especially among women, characterized by
chronic and uncontrollable worry about everyday events,
often leading to significant impairments in social and
occupational functioning (Aristou & Omidian, 2024; Hayes-
Skelton & Lee, 2020). The condition is associated with
various symptoms including restlessness, fatigue,
concentration difficulties, irritability, muscle tension, and
disturbed sleep (Makhdoumi et al., 2024). Women with
GAD are particularly vulnerable to emotional dysregulation,
comorbid depression, and self-critical thought patterns
(Raparia et al., 2021; Remmerswaal et al., 2023; Straarup et
al., 2022). Depression, often co-occurring with GAD, is a
globally recognized disorder affecting over 280 million
people, with women disproportionately impacted due to
psychosocial and biological vulnerabilities (Ajay et al.,
2021; Huang & Zhao, 2020; Shoja Aldini Ardakani et al.,
2024).

A significant cognitive-affective factor intertwined with
both anxiety and depression is self-criticism, a personality
trait linked to impaired self-identity and internalized
negative self-evaluations (Dortaj et al., 2019; Ramadanpour
& Joozi, 2019). This trait exacerbates emotional distress and
undermines psychological resilience (Naeimi Pour et al,,
2024). In light of these challenges, the emergence of
compassion-focused therapy (CFT) has provided an
emotion-oriented, third-wave intervention targeting self-
criticism and promoting emotional healing through
cultivating self-compassion (Gilbert, 2009; Vali Zadeh et al.,
2023; Zamani & Abbasi, 2020). Compassion training, when
integrated with practices like mindfulness and emotional
imagery, enhances emotional regulation and reduces
maladaptive coping behaviors (Hocken & Taylor, 2021;
Zangouei et al., 2019). In contrast, cognitive behavioral

therapy (CBT) remains a robust evidence-based treatment
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for anxiety and depression, grounded in cognitive
restructuring, behavioral activation, and exposure-based
techniques (Mofrad, 2023; Timouri et al., 2021). CBT
targets cognitive distortions and reinforces adaptive
behaviors, thereby alleviating emotional distress (Bakhtiari,
2024). This study, therefore, aimed to compare the
effectiveness of CBT and CFT in reducing anxiety,
depression, and self-criticism among women diagnosed with
GAD.

Methods and Materials

This quasi-experimental study employed a pretest-
posttest control group design. The population included
women diagnosed with GAD in Tehran between September
2023 and March 2024. Participants were selected via
purposive sampling based on DSM-5 criteria and voluntarily
recruited through public notices in mental health centers.
After screening 60 candidates, 30 eligible participants were
randomly assigned to three groups (two intervention and one
control), each with 10 members. Pretest assessments were
conducted for all groups. The intervention groups received
ten 90-minute sessions of either CBT (based on Bourke’s
model) or CFT (based on Gilbert’s protocol), while the
control group received no treatment.

CBT sessions emphasized anxiety psychoeducation,
cognitive monitoring, progressive muscle relaxation,
identifying and restructuring catastrophic thoughts, and
exposure techniques. CFT sessions covered self-compassion
concepts, mindfulness, emotional processing, empathetic
imagery, and compassionate self-dialogue. Standardized
instruments used included the Beck Anxiety Inventory, Beck
Depression Inventory-1l, and the Levels of Self-Criticism
Scale by Thompson et al. Data analysis involved
multivariate and repeated measures ANCOVA using SPSS-
23. Assumptions for normality, homogeneity of variances,
and regression slope equality were checked using Shapiro—
Wilk, Levene's test, Box’s M, and interaction term analysis,

respectively.
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Findings

Descriptive statistics showed that both CBT and CFT
interventions led to marked improvements across anxiety,
depression, and self-criticism variables, while the control
group showed no significant changes. In the CBT group,
mean anxiety decreased from 52.60 (SD = 3.34) to 39.65
(SD =3.72), depression from 33.57 (SD = 2.14) to 21.54 (SD
= 2.66), and self-criticism from 63.75 (SD = 3.66) to 50.19
(SD = 3.17). The CFT group saw corresponding reductions,
though slightly less pronounced.

ANCOVA results confirmed significant between-group
effects with p-values < 0.05 and effect sizes (Partial Eta
Squared) of 0.16 (anxiety), 0.19 (depression), and 0.21 (self-
criticism). Repeated-measures ANOVA using Greenhouse-
Geisser correction further substantiated the intervention
effects over time. Time-group interaction effects were
significant for all three outcomes, suggesting differential
improvement patterns favoring CBT. Mauchly’s test of
sphericity was violated, but corrected F-tests retained
significance.

Discussion and Conclusion

This study demonstrated that both CBT and CFT
significantly reduce symptoms of anxiety, depression, and
self-criticism in women with GAD, though CBT proved
more efficacious overall. CBT’s structured format, cognitive
emphasis, and behavioral interventions directly target the
core symptoms and cognitive patterns underlying GAD,
making it particularly suitable for individuals struggling
with persistent worry, catastrophic thinking, and emotional
dysregulation. The findings are consistent with previous
research showing that CBT is effective in restructuring
maladaptive thought patterns and enhancing emotional
resilience in GAD patients.

Conversely, CFT, while effective, offers an emotionally
driven approach focusing on increasing self-soothing
capacities and reducing internal self-attacks. Although CFT

fosters a nurturing self-attitude and strengthens emotion
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regulation through mindfulness and self-kindness, it may not
fully address the entrenched cognitive distortions often
present in GAD to the same extent as CBT. This could
explain the relatively smaller effect sizes observed in the
CFT group. Nevertheless, CFT’s success in reducing self-
criticism and enhancing emotional awareness confirms its
value, particularly for clients exhibiting shame-proneness
and emotional avoidance.

The greater efficacy of CBT observed in this study might
be attributed to its explicit targeting of GAD’s cognitive
mechanisms, including intolerance of uncertainty, threat-
oriented attention biases, and maladaptive metacognitions.
CBT’s cognitive restructuring and behavioral strategies
empower patients to disengage from chronic worry cycles
and develop adaptive coping responses. Meanwhile, the
soothing and affiliative strategies of CFT appear to yield
gradual but meaningful improvements in emotional
wellbeing, supporting its complementary use alongside
CBT.

These results suggest that mental health practitioners may
benefit from integrating CBT’s cognitive restructuring with
CFT’s emotional attunement in clinical practice. Such a
hybrid approach could offer a more holistic treatment
pathway by simultaneously targeting cognitive distortions
and enhancing self-soothing abilities in women with GAD.
Future interventions could explore the synergistic effects of
combining these models to optimize therapeutic outcomes.

In conclusion, while both therapies are beneficial, CBT
demonstrates superior efficacy in reducing anxiety,
depression, and self-criticism. This supports its continued
use as a first-line treatment for GAD, while also highlighting
the potential of CFT as a supportive intervention, especially
for clients with high levels of shame and self-criticism. The
findings underscore the importance of individualized
treatment planning and suggest that therapists consider
clients’ specific cognitive and emotional profiles when

selecting therapeutic interventions.
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